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Summary: Reagan Administration Criticizes Wright's Role
In Central America Policy, Speaker's Reactions
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, November 18, 1987
House Speaker Jim Wright (D-Tex.) has taken on an important role in assisting Central American
leaders, and with this, the US Congress, to make the Aug. 7 peace accord a reality. Last week the
speaker held two days of discussions with Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega and met with contra
leaders. The Nicaraguan government's cease-fire plan, which reportedly contained 15 points, was
modified after discussions with Wright. Meanwhile, Wright came under heavy fire from the Reagan
administration for this role, described among other things, as "improper," and "usurpation" of
the president's foreign policy prerogatives. Nov. 13: When reporters asked Wright about criticism
that he was improperly thrusting himself into foreign policy affairs, he said, "I got involved at
the invitation of the White House. I haven't invited myself anywhere." [Wright was referring to
the "bipartisan peace plan" issued by the White House and the Speaker on Aug. 5. When the
Central American presidents signed their own peace plan Aug. 7 in Guatemala City, Wright
responded by declaring that this plan considered less than desirable by the Reagan administration
superceded the US effort. Wright promoted the Guatemala plan by inviting its architect, Costa
Rican President Oscar Arias, to speak before Congress. Later, the speaker used his influence to
force the administration to postpone until 1988 its request for $270 million in more military aid for
the contras.] Wright also said that in an earlier meeting with Secretary of State George Shultz, the
secretary had not discouraged his participation, but wished him well. White House spokesman
Marlin Fitzwater said, "We don't believe it's in the best interests of peace to have the US negotiating
with the Sandinistas." State Department spokesman Charles Redman, stating that Shultz had only
the sketchiest information about Wright's activities, implied that the speaker's efforts might weaken
administration strategy of putting pressure on the Sandinistas through continued support for the
contras. Nov. 14: A senior administration official, cited by the Washington Post, called last week's
activities by Ortega and Wright an "unbelievable melodrama" and an "exercise in guerrilla theater."
The "melodrama," said the official, caused "a serious setback" to the regional peace process. In
describing the "Friday media event" in which Ortega announced the Nicaraguan government's 11point cease-fire plan, the official said, "This was not forward movement; this was screwing up the
process." According to the Post, the official, who requested anonymity, "has a major role in planning
and executing administration foreign policy." The senior official said: "The notion that serious
negotiations will be advanced if prominent Americans are dragged into it is ridiculous on its face.
That would only slow up and screw up the process by providing temptations to use the American
participation for propaganda purposes. There should be no US government role, and Cardinal
Obando should now be given an opportunity to get the process back on track through quiet contacts
with the Nicaraguan government and resistance." The official said the administration was especially
irritated by Wright's latest actions because "it threatens to derail what had looked like the start of
a serious negotiating process." He said that two weeks ago Ortega's government made "a serious
move" when it proposed indirect talks with the contras with the Cardinal as mediator. He then
stated that the administration responded with "a serious move" Nov. 9 when Reagan said that if an
indirect Sandinista-contra dialogue begins, the US would resume high-level talks with Nicaragua in
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the context of meetings with all five nations involved in the peace accord. According to the unnamed
official, "The next step should have been for Ortega to go to Obando they live in the same city after
all and give him the proposal to relay to the resistance. Instead you got this guerrilla theater where
Ortega came up here and with Wright's help forced the cardinal to come up after him. It became
an unbelievable melodrama where Ortega dragged in Wright and then Wright dragged in (Paul
C.) Warnke." (Warnke was director of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency in the Carter
administration.) In Managua, Nicaraguan Vice President Sergio Ramirez told Washington Post
correspondent William Branigan that the Nicaraguan government had invited Wright into the
process as a "witness" rather than a "mediator." Wright said that it now would be up to Obando to
determine what role Wright might play. Nov. 15: Appearing on ABC News "Meet the Press," House
Minority Leader Robert Michel (Ill.) criticized Wright for aiding Ortega in presenting the ceasefire plan. Michel said it was "absolutely wrong" for the speaker to "get directly involved in what
is the prerogative of the president and the secretary of state." The Republican leader said he was
"very distressed" by Wright's involvement, which "flies right in the face of what our administration
has been attempting to do by having, number one, the negotiations take place in the region, in
Central America, as distinguished from bringing it right up here in Washington...To have Ortega be
able to use our (public relations) mechanism in this country, you know, to push his point of view, I
think, really tilts the scales the way they ought not to be tilted." Nov. 16: At a White House meeting,
President Reagan objected to Wright's activities. The speaker replied that he will maintain an "open
door" to both sides in the Nicaraguan conflict. Wright requested the meeting with Reagan, which
was also attended by Secretary of State George Shultz, Vice President George Bush, White House
chief of staff Howard Baker, and outgoing national security adviser Frank Carlucci. The speaker
reportedly acted after becoming irritated by a continual stream of reports about administration
anger at his efforts with President Ortega and Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo to promote peace
talks between the Sandinista government and the contras. After the White House meeting, Wright
spoke to reporters in several sessions outside the White House and on Capitol Hill. Once again, he
insisted that he had not forced himself into the talks last week, but had responded to requests for
help. Wright said he agreed to help because he believes that Obando is the only person capable of
mediating successfully between the Sandinistas and the contras. Wright declared: "I'm not trying
to replace Secretary Shultz. I'm happy to be speaker." He then asserted that he did not need the
secretary's permission to talk with "friends from other countries." Wright pointed out that he had
known Cardinal Obando much longer than Mr. Reagan. He also stated that he has been traveling
regularly to Central America for 30 years. Wright charged that some administration officials "are
literally terrorized that peace might break out" in Central America. The speaker told reporters that
regional leaders apparently prefer dealing with him because they have "the unfortunate impression
that the administration treats them as inferiors, by scorning them, lecturing them, holding them
up to public ridicule, and refusing to see them." Wright also said he hoped that the White House
session had cleared up "misunderstandings and misapprehensions" about his activities. He
added, "I would not want to mislead you that they (the administration) feel I did the right thing.
They don't. But I do not want to leave the impression that I am ashamed of anything I did. I'm
not." During the weekend, a senior official, who spoke on condition he not be identified, told The
Washington Post that Wright's activities amounted to "guerrilla theater" and were "screwing up"
the peace process. It was the Post article, Wright said, that prompted him to call the White House
from Texas on Sunday and insist on a meeting. In the meeting and in his remarks to reporters
afterward, Wright charged that the source for the Post article was Asst. Secretary of State for InterAmerican Affairs Elliott Abrams. Wright said that the administration participants "did not admit
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and did not deny" Abrams' involvement. Rep. David Bonior (D-Mich.), chief deputy Democratic
whip, told reporters that the administration had launched an unwarranted attack on Wright and
complained about "someone like Elliott Abrams who comes to Congress and lies to us, taking
cheap little snippy shots at us." Of the White House meeting, spokesman Marlin Fitzwater said:
"The president expressed his concern over the speaker's role in getting involved in what should be
essentially a matter between the Sandinista government and the Nicaraguan resistance with respect
to negotiating a cease-fire. The president pointed out to the speaker the confusion that arises and
the misleading impressions that can be left if members of Congress, without coordination with the
executive branch, involve themselves in complex negotiations with foreign heads of government."
Shultz was described by administration sources cited in the Washington Post as the official most
upset by Wright's actions. The sources said the two had clashed in the meeting about whether the
speaker had kept information from the secretary last week. State Department spokesman Charles
Redman denied Wright's assertion that Shultz offered no objection when told last week that Wright
would meet with Ortega. Redman said that in a meeting with Shultz on Thursday, Wright did not
tell Shultz that he planned to meet Ortega and Obando the following day. Redman added that
Wright phoned Shultz later Thursday to discuss the meeting, but "the secretary made it clear that
he thought it was a bad idea." The State Department spokesman also confirmed that Shultz told
Wright that if the meeting took place, the secretary would not meet with Obando out of concern
that it would be interpreted as approval of a process the administration does not support. Asked
if the administration had attempted to dissuade the papal nuncio in Washington, Archbishop Pio
Laghi, from hosting the Friday meeting, Redman replied that the administration's views about how
to conduct the peace process had been "described to all who cared to ask," including the archbishop.
The New York Times cited "congressional analysts" who indicated that Wright's familiarity with
the region is one of the main reasons he has decided to play a major role in the peace process. They
also pointed out that the Speaker sees himself not only as a Democrat leader, but also a defender
of congressional prerogatives in foreign policy and a co-equal of the president. A senior White
House official told the Times that Wright was aiding the Sandinistas' public-relations campaign
aimed at convincing Congress that the Nicaraguan government was sincerely pursuing a negotiated
settlement. The aim of the campaign, the official said, was to undermine any further administration
requests for contra aid. According to the Times, while the administration has portrayed the Speaker
as a troublesome meddler, Wright justifies his efforts by stating that Congress should not "be
subservient and subordinate to the administrative branch on these issues." The speaker said that
the administration takes a condescending attitude toward Central American leaders. He said, "My
instincts are probably more egalitarian than some in the White House." When Wright was asked
by the Times whether he and the administration agreed on Central America policy and his role in
the region, he replied: "No, and I don't think we ever will." (Basic data from NEW YORK TIMES,
11/14/87, 11/17/87; WASHINGTON P0ST, 11/15/87, 11/16/87, 11/17/87)

-- End --
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